Dr. George Miller MacKee  by Wise, Fred
GEORGE MILLER MicKEE, M.D.
DR. GEORGE MILLER MACKEE
On his voluntary resignation as Professor of Clinical Dermatology and Syphi-
lology in Columbia University and as Director of the New York Skin and Cancer
Unit of the New York Post Graduate Medical School and Hospital, the tenor
of MacKee's professional activities is bound to undergo a radical change. But
one thing is certain: he will find it hard to relinquish work—hard work—and still
enjoy life. Many years ago, despite long months of incapacitating illness, his
courage, spirit and enterprise kept him "on his toes" from the day he hung up his
shingle to the present moment. He is now relinquishing his Medical School
assignments only in order to advance his younger associates.
As a crowning mark of distinction, on his retirement as the head of the Depart-
ment, Doctor MacKee was made Professor Emeritus of Clinical Dermatology
and Syphilology of Columbia University. This well-merited recognition is an
honor of which all dermatology may be proud. Doctor MacKee is the only
member of the Staff of the New York Post-Graduate Medical School who has
ever been awarded the title of Professor Emeritus by Columbia University.
In the earlier years of MacKee's private practice, his interest centered on
roentgenography and roentgeno-therapy; the former was given up after a few
years and he then devoted his time and efforts to dermato-syphilology and raclia-
tion therapy. Over a period of several years, (with the collaboration of Dr.
John Remer), a portion of his private work included deep roentgen therapy.
These activities of course formed the ground work of his books and articles deal-
ing with radiation therapy.
MacKee's dermatologic career began in 1904, when he became a member of
the clinic staff under Dr. John A. Fordyce, who was then Professor of Derma-
tology and Syphilology at the New York University and Bellevue Hospital
Medical College. Six years later, Fordyce became Professor in the College of
Physicians and Surgeons, Columbia University, with which the Vanderbilt
Clinic was integrated. In these new and more stimulating surroundings,
MacKee served as Instructor from 1910 to 1918, as Assistant Professor from
1918 to 1926, and Professor from 1927 to 1933. In 1934 the New York Skin and
Cancer Hospital was affiliated with the New York Post Graduate Medical
School and Hospital and Columbia University; it's name was later changed to
The New York Skin and Cancer Unit of the New York Post Graduate Medical
School and Hospital; MacKee was given full charge of the Department, receiving
in 1933 also the title of Professor of Clinical Dermatology and Syphilology and
Executive Officer of the Department.
In these more than 20 years of his tenure of office, MacKee has devoted a large
proportion of his major activities to the growth and development of the Clinic,
to the training of men and women in the specialty, to the teaching of dermato-
syphilology by means of organized programs embracing practically all aspects of
the specialty, and to which he devoted an astounding amount of time and
thought; to the acquiring of funds, budgets and donations; the establishment of
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scholarships; and, through patient and intelligent direction, to the inculcation of
a good measure of balance and restraint in the minds of young and inexperienced
hopefuls, standing on the threshold of their careers. All of these activities re-
flect his work in behalf of post-graduate teaching and training. His course,
guided by a deep devotion to the interests of the profession, was attended by
foresight, firmness, tenacity of purpose and unflagging zeal.
Another of MacKee's multitudinous activities, is the organization and ad-
ministration of the out-patient clinic and its large staff of physicians (over 115
at present). The staff members are "part-time" men, all in active private prac-
tice and the welding and maintenance of the present smooth-running organiza-
tion is in itself a big job. When the time came to quit the Vanderbilt Clinic and
take over the New York Skin and Cancer Unit, the problem of an adequate staff
loomed large. How many of the existing staff would stick and how many desert?
Fortunately, there was no problem; the staff was loyal to its Chief and took up
its work in the new quarters without dissent. The chief qualifications of
MacKee's staff-members may be indicated briefly: a high standard of profes-
sional ethics, sufficient intelligence and the will to work. Hundreds of graduate
men and women, in their tenure of staff-membership, have been given the oppor-
tunity to acquire an unfettered and comprehensive education in Dermatology
and Syphilology in the past twenty years without regard to race, color, national
or social origins. MacKee is a broad-minded man.
MacKee's professional career was profoundly influenced through his associa-
tion with his former Chief, Dr. John A. Fordyce. Fordyce was a gentle and lov-
able person, a scientist and a scholar; he merited MacKee's esteem and devotion,
as he merited the admiration and respect of his contemporary colleagues.
MacKee has always been a hard worker and certainly never stood in need of
incentive or stimulus from anybody; but it was Fordyce who inspired him and
encouraged him. MacKee's book on radiation therapy is dedicated to his
beloved former Chief.
MacKee's competence as an executive, organizer and administrator has no
parallel in American Dermatology. His inclination to examine all angles of
any situation before reaching his conclusion, is a trait seldom encountered in any-
thing outside of pure science and "big business". This trait, combined with an
element of dignity implicit in his position, is without doubt a significant factor
in the achievement of the objectives for which he strives and which he attained
as a leader.
To his friends, MacKee is a fine companion. It has been said of him that he
seems to be aloof toward his acquaintances. That is a misconception; he is no
more aloof than most men who have a lot of things on their minds. While he
has a sense of humor, it is not conspicuous. For some unfathomable reason,
MacKee does not believe that some species of wild ducks subsist on a diet of
fish!
In earlier years' before illness stopped him, MacKee was an athlete—a basket-
ball player, a swimmer and a mountain-climber. It is true that athletics and
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sports are only self-indulgences; but few people know what a blow it was to
MacKee to forego them in the prime of life.
MacKee has published three books in numerous editions; and about 135
manuscripts, together with a number of book-reviews and Editorial comments.
He was Editor of the Journal of Cutaneous Diseases (which later became the
Archives of Dermatology and Syphilology) from 1908 to 1918 inclusive. His
publications deal with virtually all aspects of the specialty. They reflect judg-
ment and high scientific integrity and are characterized by an almost meticulous
regard to detail, a clarity of diction and paucity of excess verbiage. A number of
his articles on a variety of topics are more or less "concealed" in the form of
Chapters in handbooks on physical therapy and volumes on general medical
subjects. Many of his contributions on Dermatology, written in the past 25
years, can be read with profit today, without deletion and without addition of
their contexts. Among these one recalls his papers, (with collaborators in some
of them), on purpura annularis telangiectodes, monilethrix, Kaposi's sarcoma,
folliculitis ulerythematosa reticulata, neurotic excoriations, congenital ectoder-
mal defect and tuberculin therapy of tuberculous dermatoses.
The books on "Skin Diseases in Children" and "Cutaneous Cancer and Pre-
cancer" were written with the collaboration of Dr. Anthony C. Cipollaro. The
larger proportion of his other papers dealt with the subject of X-ray and radium
measurement and therapy.
MacKee's original work in X-ray dosage measurement brought about a revolu-
tion in radiation therapy of skin diseases. The old methods were quickly dis-
carded and a world-wide acceptance and utilization of the new method was
adopted. Since the publication of the paper on "Arithmetical Computation of
Roentgen Dosage" in 1919, MacKee's method has undergone certain modifica-
tions, but the essential features of the technic remain intact. Since its inception,
over 700 physicians have received training in the method, under the supervision
of MacKee and his co-workers in private and clinic practice. That the so-called
"combinedtechnic"has been subjected to an acid test inthe past quarter-century,
is attested—perhaps more strikingly than in other dermatoses—by the depilation
technic employed for ringworm infection of the scalp in children. Thousands of
children have been cured without damage to the scalp or underlying tissues; fear
of injury to the brain has been relegated to the past. Contrary to the opinion
of some who contend that there is no "safe" X-ray dosage, this procedure alone, in
its application in superficial therapy, is proof of its safety.
MacKee's enduring achievement is his book (now in the fourth edition),
"X-rays and Radium in the Treatment of Diseases of the Skin". This last edi-
tion was written with the collaboration of Cipollaro and contains a chapter on
histopathology by Hamilton Montgomery. It is probable that by the time these
pages appear in print, every American dermatologist will possess a copy of the
new edition. It sums up the author's knowledge and experience with clarity,
distinction and restraint—a restraint not often encountered in works dealing
with physical therapy. To many younger dermatologists it will be a pathfinder
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to successful ethical practice and an incentive to encourage superior work. The
following few lines of advice to physicians, quoted from the chapter on the
"combined technic", are significant: "He should not make a single step unless he
is sure of himself. He should carefully digest the practical chapters in this book.
This is not egotism; it is an endeavor to prevent trouble for the beginner".
MacKee remains modest under his triumphs.
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